Maternal antiepileptic drug use and effects on fetal development.
Many pregnant women take antiepileptic medications, and concern has arisen about the risks this poses to the fetus. It has been debated whether the causative agent is the medication or the underlying maternal disorder. Review of the recent literature indicates that the effects seem to be from the medications themselves. The frequency of malformations is about two to three-fold above the background rate and is dose-related for some of the medications. There seem to be effects on birth weight, length, and head circumference caused by at least some of the medications. The risks are greater when more than one medication is used. Cognitive effects from the medications have been shown, although these effects are of lower magnitude than previously reported. More investigation needs to be done to determine the exact risks of each individual medication, especially the newer ones. Studies on underlying mechanisms indicate potential genetic susceptibility and altered developmental gene expression patterns.